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Abstract

Periodic wildfires are a natural component of southern California’s forest and scrubland and are essential to maintaining overall ecological health of these systems. However, wildfires can alter soil chemistry and storm water runoff characteristics, which can result in adverse effects to downstream water quality. The effects of fire on hydrologic response and sediment loads in

Southern California have been noted for over 80 years. However, relatively less attention has been paid to the effects of post-fire runoff on downstream loading of pollutants, such as metals and organic compounds. These compounds may be of particular interest if burned areas drain to

waterbodies that are impaired for nutrient, metals, or organics. In addition to the direct effects of runoff from burned landscapes, the materials left behind in ash at the burn location can be carried away from the fire in smoke and ash. Subsequent atmospheric deposition can markedly increase the quantity of various constituents available to storm flows downwind of fires. In response to this concern, the Stormwater Monitoring Coalition held a workshop in the summer of 2008 to develop a coordinated regional monitoring to assess the effects of southern California wildfires on contaminant runoff.  The plan is meant to address the magnitude and persistence of increased contaminant levels following fires.  This talk will discuss initial implementation of this plan following the 2009 Station and Morris fires.  It will also present results from sampling following six fires between 2003 and 2009.  In general, contaminant levels may be 2-5 times higher in runoff from burned areas vs. comparable unburned areas; however, elevated levels do not appear to persist for more than 1-2 storms seasons, depending on rainfall amounts.  
